place during those moments. But we have a very small choir. We don't process. Since I'm free to leave the pulpit if I want to I've begun singing in the choir. We moved the time of worship so I could sing, pushed it back 30 minutes so I can write my sermon and then get in an hour of rehearsal with the choir. We tried to figure out how to do that and not be too distracting, moving from prayer to choir.
Sometimes, for the purpose of what's being done that morning, I'll tweak things just a little bit, move things. Once at Center Church I was preaching on the unsettling nature of God's grace, and how it really pushes off center. And so before the morning worship, some of the deacons and I went in and we moved the table. Everything's lined up in a grid and we moved the table a little bit and turned the cross, made the parapets unequal.
The chairs are usually in order so we moved them around. It wasn't much. But people came in and were really anxious or disturbed by this little movement of some of the things in their space. And then at the end of the service, during the last hymn, we went and we put everything back in order, the resolution to it. Well some people were like, "Wow, that was just incredible." Others were so pissed, "How dare you mess with our worship space!" Ashley Makar: And did you address that explicitly in the sermon? About the space being set up differently without people expecting that?
Shep Parsons: Absolutely. Yes, yes. That was part of a touchstone in the preaching.
Ashley Makar:
And was it afterwards that they were expressing their disappointment?
Shep Parsons: Yes, at the coffee hour. There were folks that stormed over and there were other folks that were like "Wow."
And what about the choice to resolve it in that way by putting it back?
Shep Parsons: Well, at that time I had a worship committee working with me and the group decided that it was important to give some resolution.
An interesting thing about Center Church, there was a co-pastor, Campbell Lovett, and they are about 40 people at worship and the committee said, "We want to grow." And so Campbell and I really took that to heart. So we invited friends and family and we really went and reached out. And so we had a new member service in October or something like that, and when new members stood up there was a gasp. Didn't look like us. A lesbian couple, an interracial couple, two people from the street. There's just this real mix of folks. And so off and running, there was this tension about who the members wanted to be, the original members, who they thought they wanted to be and who was actually coming to our church. And it was really hard because it was difficult to work with the hymnal and the structured worship and that kind of stuff so it's a sign that we needed to have a second service.
And we were getting about 40 people with the second service. It was very informal. We came down at front. We sat around on the floor and chairs. There were children running around. And we were still intimidated-I think that's the word-by the space. So a friend who had become a member of the church, John Geter, he was a pastor and came back to [Yale University to] do a PhD in theology. When he left his church in Sayville in New York [Sayville Congregational United Church of Christ], they had created for him this gorgeous banner. It was ribbons, different ribbons. And everybody would either write a little note or there was a catalog. So it's about four, four and a half feet wide, it was maybe five feet long, it had little bells on it. And it's bright and moved with the wind. So we brought that in, set it in front of us and that became the focus of our worship for the second service. In this huge space and John Davenport looking down on us, but here was this moving, lively, bright tingling presence enlightening us with the spirit. And so it just opened up to us the ability to be centered to the spirit and to find comfort in the space. Such that after about a year so, folks said, "You know, we want to move back in to the big worship but we'd like to have our banner up here." So we did that. And to me, that's just a real, very concrete and very cool example of what a visual piece can do for a worshipping community.
And did that also have an effect in terms of integrating the new people with the old?
Shep Parsons: I think to some degree, it did. You know, I love serving at Center Church, it's a very, very difficult ministry. The majority of folks who were there when Campbell and I arrived were embracing and welcoming but there were those who really kind of held the power who made it very [difficult] . But I think if you were to go there now, you would find a large number of the folks there worshipping and in leadership are those folks who came in.
And what were the older people attached to?
Shep Parsons: You know, a variety of things. I don't know if I can really get inside their heads but my sense is that some were attached to the building, that it was historic. I know people that came and joined the church because of its historic nature, the church and its tradition. And it had a huge endowment. It went from like three million to over ten million while I was there. I think because of its wealth there were some people who for whatever reason didn't feel they have much power in the rest of their lives and that they could come here in this wealthy institution and manage its funds. There's some people who came here because their parents and grandparents and great great great grandparents came, then there were those newer folks who were excited about being in the middle of town, middle of the city, on the green and all the life that is there and the diversity of it, and the edginess of it.
Ashley Makar: That's an interesting location for such traditional institution. How do you understand the arts to be resources for your leadership?
Shep Parsons: Well, primarily they inspire me. I am given energy and insight to work with. Folks in the church-it takes place in small ways, yet-should we change the hangings? Should we get new hangings, should somebody make them, a quilt? I guess about four years or so ago we go to raise money, we made a quilt and it was made up of swatches with different symbols of quilts on the Underground Railway.
Ashley Makar: Now, this was at Shelton?
Shep Parsons: In Shelton. And so it was something that kind of organized the community because it was a big quilt. A lot of people were engaged in making it happen. On the day of the raffle, we had a woman who had never preached before but was a historian of the Underground Railroad in Connecticut and she came and preached and brought folks and it was a great day. We had a luncheon afterwards. That quilt was really visually breathtaking. They had studied about what went on, about what the symbols meant. And to have that in our place of worship for several weeks, it was really, really so [wonderful] . It took so much work, a lot of organizing.
Ashley Makar: How do images, objects and the arts, and/or sensory experience relate to your leadership?
Shep Parsons: Well, I take the incarnation of God in Jesus very seriously. I understand that to be a blessing of a material world, and that God speaks to us not just orally or in the visual world, but that's why we commune something that we see, we feel, we taste, we smell. Baptism is fluidity and the feel of the water, the sound of it. I take that seriously. And I try to do things in worship.
We had great service on Palm Sunday, Palm Passion Sunday. Being a good congregation as we are, we go to church on Palm Sunday and really don't show up again until Easter. So the service takes us through the week to laying Jesus in the tomb with seven scripture readings and symbols. And so there's sight involved. There's the sound of washing of the feet. You know, it's the water being lifted up and on into the bowl, 30 pieces of silver always comes before the offering. And the person takes the money and throws it. Even though they've seen it before, they're always startled by it. We hear the tinkling of the money kind of fade off until the last one falls, get somebody who can hit a nail on the head and as we whale away at these huge nails on the cross.
And then we do a Maundy Thursday service but not as many people come out.
Ashley Makar:
And do you do foot washing in that service?
Shep Parsons: No, we haven't. I've done it before but we haven't.
Ashley Makar: Do you think that would be in some way risky?
Shep Parsons: It is. It is risky. We did it a couple of times at Center Church and it really is such an intimate [experience]. We hide our feet behind shoes and socks and to have someone hold your gnarly feet in their hands and to wash them and touch [them] is really a very risky thing. It's so powerful. And the Methodists at that time in Florida were really not interested in that. I looked around me, and my best friends and the leadership of the school and the student body were Disciples, so I began to ask if they would ordain me. So I became a Disciple.
And did you go on to do some organizing work?
Shep Parsons: Yes. Yes, I did. But I was going to go to law school. I wasn't ready to go on to the parish. I was accepted in law school and then again decided to defer a year. I just needed a break. And then in the meantime I get an internship, the Warburton Urban Internship in Hartford. And that was kind of community organizing and part time working in the church. And part of what I did in the church was teach the adult Bible class. And at the end of my year, they sat me down one Sunday. I came prepared with a lesson and they said, "No, we're going to teach you, you listen to us." And they said, "You need to be in the parish. You are good at this and this and this and you like to do this and this and this and that's what pastors get to do and so…" So I went through a call to ordination. They don't do that anymore. I got a call to South Church Waterbury. I like Barth, I'm greatly influenced by womanist and liberation theology. Serena and I traveled, I finished up my last year before exams we went to Sri Lanka, Hong Kong, the Philippines and South Korea. They do a lot of organizing in Waterbury. [ We formed] a coalition of unions and churches and small business associations like the Northwest Connecticut Chamber of Commerce. You start with a stop sign and the next thing you know you're building a hundred and ten square feet of affordable, self-owned and managed housing.
Ashley Makar: That's so amazing and important to happen in Connecticut. The disparities are so bad. And Waterbury, particularly.
Shep Parsons: I think so. And I think about my own relationship experience, I have to say Serena's and my divorce was a very important moment. I struggled with the idea. You know, Paul says love lasts forever. It never ends. And I was really struggling with forgiveness. It really, I think, has opened me, my heart, and theology up to a really expressively grace-filled perspective on things.
What sorts of images and objects do you remember from your childhood or your past?
Shep Parsons: Well, I remember the old sanctuary. First Methodist [Orlando, Parson's church growing up] was kind of circular and it rose up and the pulpit and the table and were down here. I remember that kind of surrounding feeling. It was wood. It was very hot. You had fans in your hands that you would use.
The other thing is when we moved across the street; it was a more Greek-Roman kind of thing, huge columns inside, and that sense when you walk in. The Women's Society at First United Methodist made these banners that are probably 14 feet long if not longer, one for each of the disciples. They researched it and each one has a particular iconography for that disciple. They're just stunning, stunning to look at. And all are a figure, except for Judas, which is just black and a moneybag. I never will forget, it was an Easter Sunday and to worship someone had tacked a sign up on Judas's banner and it said, "You too are forgiven." Whoa.
Ashley Makar: Wow. That's really powerful.
Shep Parsons: Yes. It turns out it was my old man. I didn't know it at that time.
[laughter] But yes, he had gone in and done that. It really caused a lot of conversation. They're these images that you are used to and just a little tweak really makes people think differently. Kind of threw them off. "Let's forget about Judas," or, "Of course, he is gone to hell," but, you know, who is the resurrection for?
And what about images and objects you consider of religious significance in your home?
Shep Parsons: We have a collection of menorahs, which are just gorgeous. We have an artist friend who made one of them, it has dancing figures coming out and in their hands they hold the candles. Candles are very important. That and lighting of the candles and, of course, Iris and Eli [Parson's children] are always in contention about who's going to get to blow them out. I have some of my paintings hanging at the house. And for me, they're really important because painting is such a spiritual experience. I said earlier I like color, I don't draw very well but I love to play with color. And so I may start out a painting thinking that I'm going to go in a particular direction, but it's really, I know it's cliché, but it's like a journey. I don't really know where it's going turn out, a mistake, do I get over it or do I incorporate it and the brokenness gets worked into the whole? And so that when something is up there [on the wall], it takes me back to a time and place but also to something I went into and in some ways it's still there.
Ashley Makar: What about in your worship spaces?
Shep Parsons: Shelton, I just love the simplicity. There's table and very modest cross. Sometimes we move it. There's a big wooden cross up here that somebody made and gave and so its there in perpetuity. But it's funny because except when folks sing the Gloria Patri or Matri, the focus is, the eye is down. It's down at the bronze cross on the table. And we move it. So one Sunday the cross may be down in front of the table, maybe up on the side of the table with something else, balancing it on the table or on either side. But I think that really is focus. We have a pulpit and a lectern but the aisle leads right down to the cross, central. It's just so simple. Shep Parsons: Well, the church [Shelton] was built 1892 to provide a place of worship for the workers and the managers of the factory. It's up the hill. It sits right on the lip of the flood plain and so it has a commanding view. It's right across the street from the managerial folks, the workers had to walk a ways and there are pictures of people with buggies driving up to it, but everybody walked. And they had a parsonage. They have a parish house and a parsonage next to it. And they sold the parsonage but it has no parking, none whatsoever. Back in the 90s, the church growth people said a church will only grow as big as its parking lot. And so people are very much aware of where we sit, where we sit in the community.
We sit on the hill. Beautiful street, we're right across from City Hall. I think on the one hand it reminds us of from where we've come, not just of our physical limitations, and it looks down on the floodplain, factories and the apartment houses.
